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however, was completely broken. He could not win back
his power over his people, and died in retirement,
Ireland was to have a strange revenge on Peel.
She was a terribly poor country, and the peasants de-
The pended mainly on potatoes for their staple food. Now in
J845 a fearful disease appeared and attacked the crop. Men
would go out to their fields and would suddenly catch a
faint sickly smell borne on the wind. Then, beneath their
eyes they would see their potato plants turning black and
sinking away into slime. Starvation fell upon the whole
wretched country. The obvious remedy was to import
food, but importation was checked by the Corn Laws
imposed by Great Britain.
In England agitation had already been raised against these
Anti- laws. Richard Cobden had joined with John Bright to form a
*Lew great League, founded in 1839, to press for repeal. Cobden
eague was a hard-headed, clear-speaking manufacturer, an excellent
hard at drawing up pamphlets and leaflets, which through
the penny post he could distribute up and down the land.
Bright was a member of Parliament, and reckoned one of
the great orators of the day.1 These two stirred up one of
the most effective political campaigns that has ever been
known. Meetings and demonstrations were held all over
the country. They could point to two damning facts. The
poor needed food, and the price of bread was high, while
the landlords profited from the high price of wheat. Plenty
of foreign corn could be brought in, but that would mean
a fall in the price of corn, On the other hand, Protectionists
could urge that mill-owners wanted cheap corn because it
meant cheap wages and that therefore they would be able
to sell their cotton cheaper throughout the world and so
increase their profits. There was, no doubt, exaggeration on
both sides. Peel had himself gradually become convinced
that the system was wrong and that the Corn Laws should
\ His speech on the Crimean War contained a phrase which has won immor-
tality: " The Angel of Death is abroad in the land. We can almost hear the
beating of his v ings."